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To my perfectly imperfect family, my progeny


and beloveds, and all who have blessed my life.


To the Godbodys, the street corner sages and


outcast scholars, the exquisite misfits and righteous


rebels, the sinner saints and all the angels with


dirty faces who have been my teachers and guides.


To all who live with trauma and addiction.


One day at a time we do together what I could


never do alone.
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The sins of the father are to be laid upon the children.


—William Shakespeare

















Sins of the Father



MY DAD WOULD get lonely. He’d sit up late listening to music, drinking his gin and beer, and smoking his unfiltered cigarettes. After a while, he got to the sentimental stage in his drunk and wanted someone to share with. That person was usually me. He’d wake me up and sneak me downstairs, then play music and tell stories about his life. Some funny, some sad, and mostly all inappropriate for my ten-year-old ears.


I cherished these times with him. It was our special secret. He gave me his full attention and talked to me like I was a peer and a friend. I was too young and excited to recognize how sad he was and how much pain he was in. He would often say “I’m feeling no pain” when he reached a certain point in his high, as if that was the goal of his drinking, yet it seemed no amount of gin and beer could truly wash away his pain.


One night, he woke me up to hang out, and even in my youthful, naive excitement, I could feel my father’s sadness. Most times when he snuck me downstairs, he had some treat waiting for me. Some candy, a bag of chips. Sometimes it was just a little sip of beer, but on this night, he offered nothing. He was listening to mournful jazz. Slow and heavy. The music matched his mood.


Dad had told me a lot about his life by this time. About the Catholic school he went to as a kid where the cruel nuns beat him daily because he wrote with his left hand. They called it “the devil’s hand.” He told me about the gang he was in as a teen and the fights he had. He told me about people he’d seen being killed. He told me in great detail about the time he lost his virginity. He even told me about the neighborhood pervert who molested him in a park bathroom when he was just a boy. He told me all kinds of stories from his life, but he rarely, if ever, mentioned his family, and he never mentioned his father.


After the album ended, we sat quietly for some time. He leaned back in his favorite chair next to a table on which sat a pint of Gordon’s gin, a shot glass, and a can of Rheingold beer. I sat at his feet, fanning the smoke from his newly lit cigarette away from my face. He started our “rap session,” as he called it, with the question “Have I ever told you how your grandfather died?”


For the next hour or so, I learned that Ambrose Francis was a tough yet good-hearted Irishman who worked as a mechanic. He was a father who doted on his son, but his world revolved around my grandmother, whom he loved and cherished above all. I learned that when she died giving birth to my aunt Chris, my grandfather sank into an abyss of grief he was never able to climb out of. Looking at the floor, Dad described how the drink took his father and made him a dark, mean, abusive drunk.


My dad was nine years old when his father became a monster.


Dad paused for a long time, seemingly deep in thought. I felt uncomfortable with his sudden silence because he seemed to completely drift away. Then he did something he’d never done before and never did again. He poured me a shot of gin.


Then he poured himself a shot and told me how my grandfather died.


My dad was twenty years old, and he and my grandfather hadn’t been getting along for years. My grandfather would often go on weeklong drunken binges and disappear, leaving my dad to fend for himself and take care of his little sister. When my grandfather returned from these drunken binges, he’d be sullen and violent until the next one. After one of his disappearances, he showed up and demanded my dad pay him rent for the month. They argued and came close to blows.


They were living in Bedford-Stuyvesant at the time. The neighborhood was a mix of poor and working-class Blacks, Whites, and Hispanics. It was a tough neighborhood rife with gangs, and my dad was a member of one of the most notorious gangs, the Bishops. Their turf not only covered all of Bed-Stuy but extended all the way to Downtown Brooklyn. They were known to be more organized and ruthless than their rivals and boasted the largest number of members, all of which accounted for their “success.” My father was their only White member. Part of what got him membership in the gang was his ability to make zip guns, homemade single-shot guns constructed from a piece of wood about eight inches long, a thick rubber band, a metal tube, and a nail. It took skill to make them, and when done properly they were quite deadly. Dad was a whiz at making them. He practiced and honed this craft in the woodshop at Boys High School when the teachers weren’t looking. He said it was one of the few things he excelled at in school. He had just finished a new zip gun when my grandfather showed up drunk and demanding money.


Again, my dad stopped the story. He seemed on the verge of tears, his face contorted. He bowed his head and struggled to get the rest of his words out. Then he took a big breath and continued. “He was drunk. Yelling, cursing, and throwing things. He wanted the money for booze, so I went into my room and counted out twenty dollars in single bills. When I came back, he was sitting on the couch holding a zip gun I’d been working on and had left on the living room table. I threw the singles at him and said, ‘Here! Take your fucking blood money!’”


Those were his last words to his father.


“I went back to my room and slammed the door. A moment later, I heard a sound I thought was a metal folding chair falling. When I came back out, your grandfather was still sitting upright on the couch. A small trickle of blood was dripping from his left eye. He’d shot himself with the zip gun. He was dead.”


My father said he left him there and went around the corner to the bar where the Bishops hung out. He got drunk.


That drunk lasted twenty years.


And he hit bottom. By then, he and Mom were sleeping in separate bedrooms. Dad had lost his job at the Saxon paper company. Over the years, he’d worked his way up to the level of shop steward, but he’d simply become too unreliable, too often showing up late and hungover. Coming back drunk after his lunch break. Unemployment left him free to drink around the clock, and he became dark, mean, and abusive. Sullen and violent. He became a wretch. Eyes sunken in, pale, unkempt, and greasy. He reeked of a sour, sweet stink. Old sweat, tobacco, and wine.


Then, seemingly out of nowhere, he had a moment of grace. He said he “got sick and tired of being sick and tired,” and he checked himself into a detox. He was away for a month, and when he came out, he started going to AA meetings. He got sober.


He changed.


It was miraculous. It was something I could barely believe I was seeing. I’d spent the first fifteen years of my life in a house dominated by the abuse and neglect of an active alcoholic, but now our home was one of quiet peace and harmony. My father had turned himself into this loving, gentle, wise man.


Back when he was still drinking, I remember him saying if he ever stopped, he’d end up boring and humorless. He got that wrong. After he gave up alcohol, he was funnier than ever. He was beautiful.


For the first year of his sobriety, he was out of work, and I remember him sitting at the kitchen table, reading, doing crossword puzzles, drinking coffee, searching the want ads, and smoking cigarette after cigarette. That’s where he was when I walked into the kitchen one day and he asked me to sit with him. He said he noticed I was sad. He said I looked heavy. He was right. I’d just found out my best friend, Chris, was sleeping with my girlfriend, Linda. She was the girl I’d loved with my whole heart. In one moment, I lost my friend and my girl. I was broken. My dad listened to me. I could feel his compassion. I don’t remember all of what he said, but I remember the love in his eyes and his soft, reassuring voice.


About a week later, Dad got a job as a foreman in a paper factory. He’d always worked in paper factories, and now after a year of being out of work, he was back doing what he knew best. He was proud, but he was really out of shape. A year of sitting around, smoking cigarettes, and drinking coffee had left him weak.


On the evening of the second day at his new job, Dad came home exhausted. He moved slow and heavy, as if he were still carrying boxes of paper on his shoulders. He made us a quick dinner of his signature dish, which he’d named Slungollian because basically he slung any leftover in the fridge into a pot, added tomato sauce, and served it over rice. Usually, he made a big performance as he cooked this. In his bad fake British accent, he might say, “Here we have last week’s beautifully burnt pork chops no one wanted. We’ll add those with just the faintest dash of these two-week-old lovely lima beans and allow them to marinate as we mix in a smidgen of whatever this gorgeously green moldy stuff is.” It was a whole hilarious cooking show, and the results were always surprisingly delicious.


On this night, though, he was too tired to perform. He cooked and then went to lie down. At about 9 p.m., he called me up to my parents’ bedroom. By then, he was back in Mom’s good graces and had moved back into the master bedroom. He was under the covers, reading and smoking. He said, “Pat, I’m really tired. Would you please wash the dishes and clean up tonight?”


To my selfish sixteen-year-old mind, this was a great imposition. How dare he ask me to clean the kitchen? I shouted at him, “All right! I’ll wash the damn dishes then!” I slammed the door.


Those were my last words to my father.


The next day was the last day of school before winter break, and after school I went to hang out with my friend John and his twin sister, Nancy, out in the Rockaways. They ran the little luncheonette by the school where the cool kids hung out. They were about ten years older than me. John and Nancy considered themselves misfits, and in me, I think they recognized a kindred spirit. Like me, they were into new wave and punk rock. We became friends. They took me under their wing and would sometimes sneak me into shows. On this day, we were at their place after hours, smoking joints, sipping wine, and listening to the Ramones and Devo, when my mom called and told me to come home right away.


I was still quite tipsy when she sat me down in the kitchen and held my hand. I couldn’t imagine what was happening. I thought I might be in trouble for hanging out. She held my hand and said, “Baby, Daddy’s gone.”


He wanted to make a good impression at his new job, so he’d been working really hard moving heavy boxes all day. She said, “You know your father was a hard worker. You know how hard he would push himself.”


He suffered a massive heart attack and died right there on the floor of the paper factory. He had just turned forty years old.


I went numb. The first thing I said—to my mother, the woman who had just lost her husband—was “Well, he lived a good, long life.” I thought I was consoling her.


I was in some kind of denial fog. I didn’t really believe my father was dead. I thought all of this might be some sick joke my parents were playing on me, maybe to teach me a lesson for being a selfish little shit who couldn’t be bothered to wash dishes without bitching. But no, it was no joke. Dad didn’t zip through a doorway and yell “Surprise!” He was gone, and I was never going to see him alive again. I’d never be able to tell my father I was sorry.


I was still numb when my friend Keith showed up. My mom had called him. His father had died suddenly from a heart attack only a year earlier, and she probably thought he would understand what I was feeling.


Keith said, “Let’s take a walk.” We went outside and wandered quietly until out of his pocket he pulled the biggest spliff I’d ever seen. We lit it up, then walked to one of the schoolyards a few blocks away and sat on a bench. We’d smoked half of the spliff when it really hit me: My father is dead. My father is no longer living. He’s not breathing anymore. He’s not thinking, being funny, helping support the family, or making me feel okay that my buddy stole my girlfriend. He’s gone. Forever.


But they were all just thoughts. I was too high to feel anything.


The day of the funeral, I was in the basement getting dressed. The family was upstairs getting last-minute things together, and I was in my underwear, ironing my pants, when there was a light knock on the back door that led to the basement. The door was always open, and whoever was out there must have known that, because they let themselves in before I could answer. I looked up from the ironing and saw Linda standing before me, dressed for the funeral. Her hair was up in a bun and she wore a dark-colored dress. She looked grown and beautiful. I hadn’t seen or spoken to her since the day three weeks before when I found out she was sleeping with my best friend. Seeing her now, dressed that way, left me speechless.


I stood staring at her. It all seemed surreal. My brain couldn’t process her being there. I was still in my underwear, unable to move or speak. She said, “I’ve come for the funeral.” Then she did something both erotic and traumatic. She walked over to me, got on her knees, and put me in her mouth.


We had sex. Standing at first, but then we moved to the couch. With my family waiting for me a few short steps above us, we fucked and we exploded together. It was the most powerful and emotionally charged sexual encounter I’d ever had. It left me dizzy, spent, and confused.


Linda got up and adjusted her dress. Then she kissed me on the cheek and left. I never saw her again. I found out weeks later she’d transferred schools.


The funeral parlor was only five blocks away. I called up to my mom and said I’d meet them there, that I needed to walk alone. I took the long way. I needed time to try to process my feelings. The problem was I couldn’t identify or feel my feelings. I was empty and lost.


As I approached the funeral home, I heard a horn beep. I looked over to see Bill Gross, my dad’s closest drinking buddy, sitting in his beat-up old Volkswagen. He was this big, chubby, lovable Irish guy, and he and my dad were really tight. They’d drink together and talk for hours, but when my dad got sober, they lost contact. I hadn’t seen Bill in over a year. He’d always been super kind to me. When he and dad hung out, he always brought me a gift, a comic book or some candy, but what I really loved about him was he’d take time to talk with me, and he would actually seem interested in what I had to say. It made me feel seen. He never spoke to me like I was a dumb kid. He was funny and genuine. I trusted him.


He motioned me over, swung open the car door, and told me to get inside, then he pulled off without a word and started driving. He lit a skinny joint and passed it to me. Didn’t even ask me if I smoked. I took a hit. Then another. After a minute, he said, “I’m not going in. I can’t stand to see your father like that. I’m here because I need to tell you something that I feel you have a right to know. After I tell you this, you’ll never see me again.”


I couldn’t figure out what was happening. His attitude was almost playful. He was saying these heavy words but he had a tight grin on his face, and he never even bothered to turn down the rock and roll on the radio.


“You know me and your dad were like brothers. We told each other our darkest secrets.” He pulled the car over and looked at me directly. “Your father killed your grandfather. They argued about money, and your dad shot him in the face. He got away with it because he covered it up to make it look like your grandfather committed suicide, and the cops were careless.”


I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. The words seemed to come from far away.


Bill continued, “It tortured your father his whole life. That’s why he drank the way he did, and that’s why he married your mother. He married a nigger to punish himself.”


I went numb.


Bill Gross eased the car back in front of the funeral home, let me out, and drove off. True to his word, I never saw him again.


I remember looking at my dad lying in his coffin. I felt nothing.


I remember people hugging me. I felt nothing.


I remember people saying, “It’s okay to cry. Let it out!” I felt nothing.


No tears came. I felt nothing.


When it came time for the ride to the cemetery, I opted out. I told my mom I needed to be alone.


I walked back home to an empty house. Relatives had brought over food and bottles of liquor.


I poured myself a drink.


Then another.


Then another.


I got drunk.


That drunk lasted twenty years.















The Wrong N*****



WHEN ANNE LEE Gerald, my African American mother, and Ambrose Francis Dougher, my Irish-German American father, met on a blind date, she was a nineteen-year-old mother of two boys, and he was a twenty-two-year-old virgin.


My grandmother Floree Gerald moved to New York City from South Carolina with my mom and her three younger brothers, Charles, William, and Daniel, in the early ’50s as part of the Great Migration north to escape the poverty and oppression of the South. My mom was twelve years old when they arrived. At that tender age, she already carried the baggage of being a rape and abuse survivor, and she was charged with taking care of herself and her brothers while my grandmother worked around the clock as a nanny and domestic servant. Mom grew up fast. By the time she was seventeen, she found herself pregnant with her first son, Darik—the result of being wooed and manipulated by an older neighborhood Casanova who promptly disappeared upon receiving the news of his impending fatherhood. Only a year and a half later, she was pregnant again. This time after being drugged and raped by a slick and ruthless young man who went on to become one of Brooklyn’s most celebrated councilmen. Her second son, Michael, was raised by my great-aunt Agnes, and up until we were teens, we thought we were cousins. Despite the trauma, abuse, and hardships of her young life, Mom excelled in school and managed her many responsibilities with positivity, resourcefulness, and strength.


The blind date happened in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn, in the early ’60s, a time when interracial marriage was still illegal in many states and Black Americans were still segregated under Jim Crow and denied the right to vote in the South. At the time, Bed-Stuy was a multiracial, working-class neighborhood, and it’s where my parents fell in love, married, and had me. When I was five years old, they moved us all to Bushwick, where they’d found a three-bedroom railroad apartment for cheap. The building had a Jewish-owned doll factory in the basement. I remember the first-floor hallway being littered with the body parts of discarded dolls. It looked like the aftermath of a bomb blast.


Most of the city’s Puerto Rican population lived in Bushwick, so they were the majority on my block. There were still Jewish, German, Italian, and Irish families in the neighborhood, but they were aging out, and their kids were long gone. Most of the families were poor, and when I was a little kid I thought those Spanish-speaking kids must have come from a place called “Tarica” and that’s why they were called “poor Taricans.”


The hierarchy went like this: The lightest-skinned, straightest-haired Puerto Ricans were at the top of the pyramid, followed by the browner and curlier-haired Puerto Ricans, who were far more common. Then came light-skinned Black kids with the “good hair,” going all the way down to the bottom of the pecking order, which was the dark-skinned, nappy-headed kids. No one ever declared the hierarchy out loud, but everybody knew it and acted accordingly.


Because I had curly hair and was considered light-skinned, I would’ve been near the top of the ghetto privilege pyramid, except my dad was a White man, which immediately made me a White boy. Even my older brother, whose father was Black, called me “White boy.” I was perceived as weak and soft because White boys, as everyone knew, were soft and weak. I was a target for teasing and bullying. I had to constantly prove myself.


By the time I was seven, I was fighting pretty much every time I went out to play. It was usually the dark-skinned boys who had it in for me. They’d say, “Look at me again, White boy, and I’ll smack them curls out your head!” That only made me look at them harder. Defiant. My dad teased that, true to my blood, I had “the stubborn, hard head of an Irishman and the tough, hard skin of a Black man.” After many scraps, I was mostly accepted, and nobody messed with me.


Five days a week, I was bused to attend school in the White neighborhood across the border in Ridgewood, Queens. From first grade to fourth grade, I was the only brown kid in my classes, and the class pictures always looked like lessons in which one of these doesn’t belong?


In an attempt to curb the segregation of public schools, some cities bused a few Black kids into all-White schools in all-White neighborhoods. White kids were never bused to Black schools. Black mothers believed White schools were better resourced, cleaner, safer, and, well… White, so being bused to a place like that was considered a step up for a little Black kid. To me, it didn’t feel like a step up to be bullied and called “nigger” every day.


One thing the kids on my block got right, though, was that White kids were weaker and softer. They cried and they couldn’t fight for shit. But they probably didn’t need to be tough, because they got all the stuff they wanted. All the stuff I wanted, too. The latest toys, brand-new bikes, and the best snacks. Despite getting whatever they wanted, they could be as cruel and mean as the kids on my block, but in those early years it was the adults, the parents and teachers, who were the most harmful and hurtful. When I heard “nigger” it was almost always coming from the mouth of an adult.


On the first day of first grade, I was seated in the back of the class even though we were assigned seats by alphabetical order with A’s at the front. Because my last name starts with D, I should have been near the front of the room, but for years my seat was always in the last row behind Weinberg and Yardley or Valentino and Yakowitz. At the beginning of a school year, the teacher, Miss White Whatshername, took one look at me and before even asking my name or assigning any other seats, sent me to the back of the room. She then arranged everyone else in alphabetical order. Next to me sat a redheaded freckled boy, and when everyone was in their seats, Miss Whatstername read all our names aloud and had the children say “here” as their name was called. When she got to the back row, she said, “Trevor Wilson,” and the boy next to me raised his hand.


She stared at him for a long moment. Then she called out, “Patrick Francis Dougher,” and I raised my hand.


Again, she stared long and hard. She shuffled some papers and looked up. She said, “Okay. We’re going to do this again, and I don’t want any funny business from you two. Now, which one of you is Trevor?”


My White classmate raised his hand.


The teacher slammed her book down, then pointed at me. “And I suppose you’re Patrick Francis?” I nodded. “Okay! That’s it!” she yelled.


Freckles started to cry. “I guess you two think this is funny! Both of you up! I will not be starting the school year off with this nonsense! Both of you to the principal’s office, now!”


And together we marched to the principal’s office. The teacher refused to believe there was a brown kid named Patrick Francis and a White kid named Trevor.


So many things about that school were awkward or painful because I was the sole Black kid. When we had to pair up and hold hands for lunch lineup and I happened to get a girl as a partner, I was quickly reshuffled so I was either next to a boy or next to no one. I was the kid with no partner and no hand to hold.


Most of my public school teachers were Jewish, and in second grade I had Mrs. Bernstein. She was young and perky and kept us entertained with stories and games. I was the token Black kid in her class, and she seemed to give me special attention because of it. I went from the back of the class in first grade to the first seat in the first row in second. I was movin’ on up. Mrs. Bernstein was outwardly affectionate with me. When she called on me to answer a question, she called me her “little brown bubele.”


During one school holiday, she took a trip to Israel and came back with a keffiyeh, the traditional Palestinian headscarf. She regaled the class with stories of Israel, then she gave me the special honor of going to the front of the class to model the keffiyeh. As she tied the scarf around my head, she said, “Oy, so cute!” I could feel myself blush. Then she said, “Now I want you to run to all the classrooms. Don’t bother to knock on the doors, just burst in and say, ‘I’m a terrorist!’”


When I did, the teachers laughed and patted me on my head. “Oh, that Mrs. Bernstein is certainly a crack-up!”


My mother was not amused.















Dreamland



FANTASY WAS MY first drug of choice. Before I even understood what it meant to be high, I was addicted to the high of my imagination. Fantasy is “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds,” “Strawberry Letter 23,” and every Saturday morning kids’ show theme song. Fantasy is swirl ice cream with rainbow sprinkles.


When I was only seven years old, I occupied myself, home alone, by going off in a dream world of my own creation. I’d crawl under the covers, shut my eyes tight, and block out reality. I think I must’ve seen the Beatles’ Yellow Submarine when I was quite young. I didn’t understand that animated movie, but it left an impression on me because my dreamland looked a lot like that world. Colorful, cartoon, psychedelic, and groovy. I could while away hours in that fantasyland, being the hero in my made-up adventures. It’s where I escaped when I felt pain, shame, or disappointment. It was my happy place when I was sad.


I also really liked being dizzy. I never wanted to leave the fantasy world in my mind, and anytime I got dizzy, I didn’t want the feeling to stop. Lucky for me, kids on my block in Bushwick had discovered the game “sleep,” which involved breathing in and out as fast and deep as you could, basically making yourself hyperventilate for a minute or so. Then a kid, usually older and bigger, would hold you in a headlock and choke you out until you lost consciousness. They’d “put you to sleep.” When I was put to sleep, I’d be out sometimes for as long as two or three minutes. During that sleep, I’d experience the trippiest kaleidoscopic dreams, and when I came to, I’d be visited with visions of angels and fairies.


I was the kid always begging to be put to sleep, even though when I saw other kids being put to sleep, it always looked like they’d died. Some kids had to be slapped around hard before they woke up.


No one wanted to play the game anymore after one little girl a couple of blocks from us never woke up. The kids on my block said she was all dressed up in a pink dress for her birthday party. They said she looked like a perfect little doll when the ambulance rushed her away.


I still begged to play “sleep.” I just wanted to be… away.















First Communion



THE FIRST TIME I got drunk was at a Christmas Eve party.


I was six years old.


The party was at my dear Irish aunt’s apartment in East Flatbush. The whole family was there, as well as friends and neighbors. Aunt Chris’s apartment was packed and hot, and the adults drank, smoked, played cards, and made merry. They paid little attention to us kids. My brother and cousins and I ran around, ate goodies, and made up games, like holding hands and swinging each other round and round until both the swinger and “swingee” were so dizzy they couldn’t stand. We called that one “spin fall.” The only real attention we received was when we mistakenly got in some adult’s way or made too much noise. “Children are to be seen and not heard!” they’d say. “Go play in the other room!”


As the party wore on and the adults started feeling good, my aunt, who was only maybe twenty-two, thought it might be a grand idea to line up all us kids at midnight and give us a sip of wine to celebrate the birth of Christ. As the other adults watched and laughed, she performed this act as a sort of mock Catholic Communion ceremony. She even made the sign of the cross over our foreheads as we stepped up to sip from her “chalice” of cheap sweet sangria.


She lined us up by age, and I was the youngest kid in the room, so I went last. I watched my older brother and cousins take their sips and grimace. They played along with my aunt and liked the attention, but I knew every one of us would have preferred Kool-Aid. My brother spat the wine out on the floor. “Sacrilege!” the adults joked.


My cousins and I had watched enough cartoons and slapstick movies to know whatever was in that bottle made people drunk, and drunks were funny and entertaining. After taking sips, my brother and cousins even staggered around and slurred their words, doing their best impressions of cartoon drunks, which got laughs from the adults. But before long, the other kids got bored with it and went back to romping around and roughhousing with each other.


Then it was my turn.


I knew adults loved wine and booze, and that it seemed to make them more fun, playful, and loud. They’d act silly and giddy. It made them act out of character. It was scary and exciting.


I stepped up, and my aunt, whom I absolutely adored, said some Latin-sounding words, made the sign of the cross, and held the glass to my lips. I don’t remember how I felt about the taste of the wine, but I do remember being pleasantly surprised by the warm feeling that began to wash through my body. I had the tiniest sip, but I immediately felt the power and glory of it. In a flash, I understood why the adults loved this stuff so much. For me, it was love at first sip.


After my wine Communion ceremony, I went back to playing with the other kids, but I was distracted. I wanted more of the warm feeling, and I wanted it now. From the edge of the living room, I watched the adults closely. When they set down their drinks, there would be just a moment when they weren’t paying attention, and I figured in the smoke-filled apartment with all the noise and commotion, they wouldn’t notice me taking a little sip.


For the next hour or so, I sneaked sip after sip, then went back to play. And after every stolen sip, I felt a little happier. A little more powerful and a little more energetic. I didn’t let the other kids know what I was doing for fear they’d tell on me. I knew this was wrong, but it felt so… right.


When the room started to spin a bit, I loved it. It was like standing still but being on a merry-go-round at the same time. I don’t remember any Christmas stuff happening after I took that first sip. I’m sure we opened presents and maybe even sang carols, but none of that mattered to me.


I wanted more, and it was taking too much time and patience to wait for the adults to get distracted long enough for me to sneak another sip. I noticed an almost full bottle of wine unattended near the adults, who were, by this time, pretty drunk themselves. I managed to steal the bottle away and, without being noticed, hid myself in a hall closet, where I sat in the dark and finished it off, one gulp at a time. I was told that’s where somebody found me. Unconscious and covered in vomit. Poisoned by alcohol. They rushed me to Kings County Hospital, where I had my stomach pumped.


I was told later if I hadn’t been discovered as quickly as I was, I could have easily died from choking on my own vomit.


I spent most of Christmas Day in the hospital.


The following year, my aunt hosted another family Christmas Eve party. This time, she didn’t give us kids wine. She didn’t need to. At the age of seven, I was already an alcoholic. I managed to find another bottle of unattended wine and sneak it unnoticed back into the same closet from the previous year.


And that’s where they found me again.















Give Thanks



WHEN I WAS seven years old, Mom, Dad, my brother Darik, and I went to have Thanksgiving with my aunt Carrie in the projects in Brownsville. It was the first and only time we went out as a family to celebrate the holiday.


All four of us piled into the building’s rickety old elevator, holding trays of mashed potatoes and macaroni and cheese. It was cramped and hot. The elevator was dark, and its one dim lightbulb kept flickering on and off. The elevator smelled of piss, sweat, old food, and disinfectant. My aunt’s apartment was only on the ninth floor, but it seemed like we were in that closed space for half an hour. As it slowly ascended, the elevator groaned, bumped, and shuddered like a dying animal. My dad said to my mom, “We need to get off this thing.” At that moment, there was a loud wrenching sound and the elevator stopped with a thud! My mom pushed buttons, but it didn’t help. Nothing moved. The elevator was perfectly still and we were perfectly stuck. Minutes that felt like hours ticked by as we waited for the elevator to move again. The air got even hotter and thicker in those close quarters. Then, as if to give a slow response to the buttons being pushed, the lights went out. My father said, “It’s okay, stay calm. This kind of thing happens all the time.” But the shaking in his voice betrayed his words. An emergency light went on, casting the elevator in an eerie red glow. Below the light was a white button. Mom pressed the white emergency button, but that only made the elevator heave and tip sideways. We were all thrown into a corner, and the food lurched out of our hands and splatted on the floor. My brother giggled and said, “We’re gonna fall!” as if this was a fun-house ride. I began to cry because he was right—we were going to fall.


My dad kept looking up to the roof of the elevator, where there was an escape hatch. He tried to reach it by jumping in the sideways-leaning elevator, but he kept landing in the corner. Then, with a creaking sound straight out of a horror movie, the doors slowly opened halfway, revealing we were between floors. We saw two bowed legs, from the knees down. My aunt Carrie’s legs.


“Hand out the chirren!” she shouted.


My dad picked me up and shoved me through that little gap. Next, my brother, then my mom, but when it was time for him to crawl out, he couldn’t get a grip on the floor of the building to lift himself, and there was no one left to push him up. Then suddenly, with a loud metal, tearing screech, the elevator lurched even farther to the side.


My mom shouted, “Hurry, Frank! It’s about to fall!”


Another loud tearing sound and the elevator sank down another foot. I think that scared my dad to the point where he had a flash of fear-based adrenaline. He leaped up and out of the elevator just as the final cable snapped. The crash and boom of the elevator plummeting shook the whole building, and a thick black dust cloud rose out of the shaft.


The doors shut and my dad sank to his knees. My mom lifted him to his feet. We stood there as a family, filthy, all of us dusted with black soot. No one made a sound until my aunt Carrie broke the silence with one word: “Lord.”


It was the best Thanksgiving of my seven-year-old life. We were dirty, shaken, and banged up, but we survived. I saw my mom and dad act like heroes.


My aunt’s tiny apartment was warm the way only NYCHA project building apartments can get. Our cousins and uncles were all packed in, and the place smelled like fresh bread and cinnamon. There was so much love and joy in the room. For dinner, we had my aunt Carrie’s famous fried chicken and collard greens. There was all the traditional Thanksgiving fare, including the best sweet potato pie ever made. It was the most delicious meal I’d ever eaten.


When it was time to go home, we had to walk down the dark, dank stairway that smelled like stale piss, fresh reefer, and old wine. There was another elevator running, but at the sight of it, my dad said, “I think we’re better off taking the stairs.”


When we finally reached the lobby, we saw the mangled remains of the elevator we’d narrowly escaped. There was yellow police tape closing it off. It was crushed as flat as a soda can that had been run over by a truck.















Fresh Air



THE FRESH AIR Fund was a popular program where usually well-meaning, well-to-do people “adopted” some poor inner-city kid like me and gave them a summer week in the country. When I was eight years old, my parents signed me up, and I was whisked away from my family and neighborhood and taken to a place for which I had no reference. I’d never left the city before, but here I was, being loaded into a Volkswagen van, and within two hours I was on a farm in upstate New York, where I was to live for the next seven days with complete strangers. White strangers.


My host was a swinging bachelor named Sonny, who looked like a movie star. I couldn’t tell how he made his money, but something told me it was by doing something dubious. He’d take secretive calls throughout the day and excuse himself to “meet a friend, real quick” in the middle of the night. Whatever he did, he must’ve been successful at it, because his pad was swinging. Sonny was a dude of the times, hip and with-it. He was groovy with his tight bell-bottom jeans and big peace sign necklaces. I think he thought it would be a funky feather in his cap to have this cute little nappy-afroed ghetto boy to show off.


It was all stimulus overload for me. For the first time in my life, I walked barefoot on grass and didn’t worry about stepping in dog shit or broken glass. I saw real farm animals. I could also really smell them, and I thought, This is a new kind of stink. So different from city stink and somehow… better. I was allowed to pet cows, horses, goats, and chickens. I dipped my hand into a pond and watched a little fish scoot away and a frog jump. It was groovy.


The first meal out of the city was too fresh, too rich, and too foreign for my system. Sonny picked dandelion greens from the pasture and made a salad. We had milk that had just come from the cows. I threw up.


For my entire stay, I saw no one who looked even remotely like me. Everyone looked like they’d stepped out of a scene in The Brady Bunch or The Partridge Family. Everywhere Sonny took me, people stopped and stared. All week long, kids and adults touched me without my permission. They’d pat my afro or rub my skin. I was a pet.


Sonny was quite the ladies’ man, and he took me to meet his girlfriends, who fawned over me like I was a prized poodle: “Oh! He’s so cute!” “Where did you get him?” “Where can I get one of those?” “Does he steal?”


Then he introduced me to his nieces and nephews, a bunch of kids who appeared to be my age or slightly older, and he left me with them in the bedroom of his oldest nephew, who must have been about twelve or thirteen. After they’d all had their fill of rubbing my skin (to see if the black came off) and playing in my hair (“Oh! It’s just like sheep’s wool!” “Are there bugs in it?”), and after the little girls were warned to stay away from me, I got to explore his room. He had a great collection of LPs, and I was blissfully playing record after record. Then came more of their commentary. It started with “We don’t have any of your music here” and “We only have civilized music.” Then “Why don’t you dance for us? You people love to dance, right? Show us your dancing.”


The oldest nephew spoke about me as if I wasn’t there. “Niggers are mostly monkey,” he told his siblings. “They play good drums and have good rhythm because they come from the jungle, where they weren’t smart enough to have words like we do, so they used drums to talk. They play sports good because they’re still mostly savage. Like animals. We saved them from the jungle and taught them how to be human.”


His brothers and sisters listened to him as if they were learning something from an expert. They nodded as if they completely believed him.


The saddest thing was I believed him, too.


Then I had to endure something that always came up whenever I interacted with White boys—their curiosity about Black penises. The older nephew kept asking me to show it to them. “I bet it’s big like a monkey’s. All niggers have giant ones.” “Is it the same color as the rest of you?” And the famous “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.”


Somehow, I got out of that one.


The Fresh Air Fund exposed me to a world outside of mine. A world that was cleaner, healthier, and wealthier. A world that was ignorant and racist. A world that made me ever so happy to go home to my beloved Brooklyn.















Sunday Split



MY DAD WAS Irish Catholic.


My mom was Jehovah’s Witness.


I was Confused.


When I was ten years old, my parents decided I was mature enough to choose which religion I would follow. And so a spiritual tug-of-war began for my young soul. They declared I would go with my dad to church one Sunday and with my mom to the Kingdom Hall the next, and so on, until I could make up my mind.


I couldn’t make up my mind.


Catholic church with Dad had definite pros: I got to have one-on-one time with my dad, church service wasn’t until 10 a.m., and it was only four blocks from home. And we didn’t have to get dressed up like a lot of other Catholics because we went to the “folk service,” which was led by a young, long-haired priest who played acoustic guitar and sang Beatles and Simon & Garfunkel songs. I liked those songs. The service was only forty-five minutes long, and thanks to all the folksy sing-alongs, it felt even shorter. I also liked the art in my dad’s church. The statues and stained glass were awesome and scary. White Christ in all His glory, surrounded by His adoring apostles. Mother Mary, beautiful and aloof, and the emaciated Christ, crucified on the cross, looking like a holy hippie. I grooved on all the intricate patterns, details, and colors of the huge stained glass windows. I marveled at the high ceilings. I dug the costumes and pageantry of the priests, and the smell of the incense. The sacred ritual and solemn ceremony. I think I mostly liked that Dad bought me candy and chips on the way back home, rare treats.


There were some real cons, too. With the exception of the singing, I didn’t understand anything that was happening. I didn’t understand Latin. God in the Catholic Church felt distant, cryptic, and mysterious. His church felt spooky and morbid. Not many people attended the service, and the ones who did were White and spent a lot of time staring at Dad and me. Also, every depiction of God, the saints, and angels was White. And I learned that if you weren’t baptized Catholic, you couldn’t get into heaven and would burn forever in hell. It seemed a bit harsh.


Kingdom Hall with Mom also had some cool pros: I got to spend time with my mom, who I usually didn’t see much during the week because she worked overnights, as an accounts clerk for Chase Manhattan Bank. The people at the Hall looked more like me, mostly shades of brown and black. I had crushes on some of the girls and friendly rivalries with some of the boys. The Witnesses were kind, sincere, and welcoming, which made it feel like community. The Bible and God (Jehovah) were presented in a way I could understand, in plain English with simple explanations. The service was easy to follow. While I didn’t necessarily find it enjoyable, it was mostly positive and pleasant.


But there were cons. The service started at 8 a.m. The Kingdom Hall was a couple of miles from our house, so we had to get up at 6 a.m. to be on time. We had to get dressed up, which meant every other Sunday I had to put on a jacket, dress pants, a nice shirt, and a tie. Ten-year-old me didn’t love that. Then there was the length of the service: two hours. Halfway through, I wanted to choke myself with my tie. And the music! The hymns were terrible, rhythmless, and stale. You couldn’t even so much as clap your hands or move in time, because there was no time. It was painful to be in a room of Black and brown people who had to stand stiffly and sing soulless dirges. There was also no real ritual or ceremony at the Kingdom Hall, and the room itself was just a plain wood-paneled box. It was all dry and unstimulating to my eyes and ears.


Like God in the Catholic Church, Jehovah was a jealous and vengeful god who was also loving and merciful. I couldn’t quite figure Him out, and worst of all, Armageddon was coming, and if you weren’t a baptized Jehovah’s Witness, you were doomed for eternity. It seemed a bit harsh.


Thankfully, this religious ping-pong situation didn’t go on for long. My dad ran out of steam after a few months and we stopped attending church altogether. I ended up going to the Kingdom Hall by default. I never got baptized, but for a couple of years I did take Bible studies and performed “field service,” which meant yes, I was one of those annoying people who rang your bell early to offer you Awake!, The Watchtower, and eternal life in paradise.


I found Jehovah’s Witnesses to be genuinely good and righteous people. But eventually, I drifted away from their belief system and their idea of one Almighty God that was okay with destroying His own creation, save a chosen few, if He wasn’t worshipped, adored, and strictly obeyed the way He wanted. He seemed insecure and dangerous to the highest degree.


So at twelve years old, I split and started my own spiritual quest for a god that felt right to me. A colorless god that didn’t judge and condemn. A god that didn’t feel cold and distant, but one I could feel in my soul. A god I could feel in my body.
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